As we approach the second consecutive year celebrating National Operating Department Practitioners' (ODP) Day, it highlights the rapid rate at which the role of the ODP is evolving. Recent years have been monumental not only for the progression and development of the profession, but for ODPs delivering high standards of care within a range of health settings alongside multi-disciplinary team members to ensure patient safety worldwide. A look into the chronology of theatre roles revealed the need for the ODP upon its formation, further highlighting the expeditious nature at which the profession has developed.
In the 19th century, the theatre team primarily consisted of men as the absence of anaesthesia required physical strength to undertake surgical procedures. As well as male surgeons, 'Box Boys' would carry the surgical instrumentation for the surgeons, the 'Surgical Beadle' would assist the surgeon, act as security or ambulance men and 'Handlers' would perform the unimaginable task of restraining patients to facilitate surgery.
The advent of the First World War saw many of the Box Boys, Handlers and Beadles recruited into the forces and following a large number of casualties, an increased demand for staff working in the operating department led to the recruitment of female theatre nurses. After the war, many of the work-force failed to return to their roles as the nurses proved their place in theatre. Not long after, operating theatre technicians (OTTs) were introduced to replace some of these historic roles. OTTs were usually men and would work in anaesthesia, performing the Handler role in early anaesthesia, transferring the patient and positioning for surgery. However, the OTT struggled to gain recognition as an essential component of the theatre team due to the well-deserved, growing influence of the established 'theatre nurse'.
In the 1970s, an acknowledgement of the understaffed theatre department provoked a review by Lewin that saw the introduction of the operating department assistant (ODA), a new role adopting a multi-skilled approach to increasing staffing and addressing skill shortages. The City & Guilds qualification, a recognised hospital based training programme for ODAs progressed into the NVQ certification in the 1990s, in response to the developing scope of practice and autonomy of the role; this prompted the name change to ODP. Continuous advances in theatre practice along with increased complex and technical nature of the operating department led to higher education institutions delivering the diploma in higher education and more recent, Bachelor of Science Degree programme, producing a highly skilled practitioner with a broad understanding of patient-centred care, gaining the skills that are applicable to a variety roles in health settings.
In 2004, ODPs achieved professional regulation with the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) governed by specific standards, ensuring all practitioners meet the national standards required for patient-focused healthcare delivery. In 2017, professional recognition was gained as ODPs were welcomed into the Allied Health Professions family. There are currently almost 14,000 ODPs registered with the HCPC (2018); an achievement celebrated by many ODPs considering registration was only permitted in 2004. Although the ODP population is relatively small compared to other professions, their voice compensates for their lack of numbers and a strong sense of pride exists within this group of professionals.
ODPs make up a large proportion of the multidisciplinary team, hidden behind the securely closed doors of the complex theatre environment. There often remains a lack of recognition for the profession, an all too familiar question 'What is an OPD?' is heard to which the usual response is something similar to 'The out-patients department?' For those well established professions working alongside ODPs, theatre nurses, anaesthetists, surgeons and many other members of the MDT, their existence is widely recognised and valued as they practice harmoniously in the world of surgery, anaesthesia, recovery and within clinical areas outside of the theatre environment. The relationships developed between colleagues have been described as family-like, a bond that forces a feeling of togetherness through challenging and occasionally disconcerting times.
ODPs have celebrated International Nurses Day annually, as well as many more nationally recognised events for their professional colleagues and rightly so, their contribution towards patient care is essential and the NHS would fail without any of these professions. The introduction of the 'National ODP Day' in 2018 raised awareness not only for the profession, but it also highlighted national recognition for the role they play in patient care and their valued contribution to patient safety. Professions such as nurses, paramedics and physiotherapists are well embedded into the public care sector and are highly visible to patients, the public and colleagues. However, the secure doors of the operating theatre can prevent acknowledgement of your ODP.
The 14 May marks the second National ODP Day, a day to celebrate the ODP and to promote and create awareness of this often unknown profession. I challenge you, whether you are an ODP, nurse or doctor, to emerge from behind the theatre doors and be visible. Explain the vital role ODPs have in patient care to colleagues, patients and the public. Although our names are different, our objectives are shared. We are all working together to improve patient care, to promote patient safety and uphold our professional integrity. Let's celebrate that.
Join in the #conversation and fly the flag for ODPs by using #ODPday 
